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Abstract 
Reading is regarded as one of the essential skills for learners wanting to attend university.  Many researchers 
believe that readers need to be aware of and employ effective reading strategies in order to be able to read accurately 
the information from print and beyond. In the academic context, reading involves numerous activities such as 
understanding and remembering ideas, identifying and selectively attending to important information, monitoring 
comprehension and learning, synthesizing information as well as critically evaluating a text. As readers, they 
interact with the text and their strategic actions lead them to effective reading comprehension. Strategic knowledge 
(metacognition) and monitoring of the comprehension processes is an important aspect  in skilled reading.  Previous 
studies have evidence that indicated many second language learners are ill-equipped to handle the academic reading 
demands. One of the most cited reasons is that these learners are not making full use of their own cognitive process 
or metacognition to regulate their reading abilities. This paper aims to explicate the metacognitive reading strategies 
employed by a group of EFL undergraduates when reading academic texts at a public university. A quantitative 
research design is used to collect data from a group of 41 respondents. A questionnaire which consists 30 items that 
are categorized into 3 components: global reading strategies, problem-solving strategies and support reading 
strategies are used as the main research instrument. Data is analysed quantitatively. The findings showed that there 
is a range of moderate to high level of metacognitive strategy use among the undergraduates. The overall mean 
scores for all the three categories are Global (M= 3.73) Support (M= 3.38) and Problem solving (M= 4.10).  The 
findings showed that the respondents are conscious of their process of constructing meaning from the reading text. 
They are able to utilize a wide array of these reading strategies to achieve comprehension. These findings support 
many other studies which assert that effective L2 readers, like their native counterparts, are aware of a multitude of 
metacognitive reading strategies available for use and these strategies will eventually helped them to become skilled 
readers. 
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1. Introduction 
    Reading is is considered to be one of the essential skills for learners as it is an important gateway for gaining and 
learning more knowledge. Bernhardt (2000:701) claimed that one of the most frequently cited purposes for learning 
a second language is for reading. Reading involves numerous activities such as understanding and remembering 
ideas, identifying and selectively attending to important information, monitoring comprehension and learning, 
synthesizing information as well as critically evaluating a text in the academic context.  
    The type of reading at tertiary level involved a number of complex activities such as understanding and 
remembering task demands, identifying and selectively attending to important information, monitoring 
comprehension and learning, synthesizing information as well as critically evaluating a text. They need to know the 
accurate meaning of their text, go beyond the surface meaning of the text and have the capability to interpret them 
with their own views. 
    Past researches indicated that many English as a foreign language learners (EFL) were ill-equipped to handle the 
academic reading demands. One of the common problems cited was the lack of knowledge of the learners’ own 
cognitive process, also known as metacognition, to regulate their reading abilities. Metacognition refers to the 
knowledge, awareness and control of one’s learning. According to Niemi (2002) and Shimamura (2000), 
metacognition is regarded as the knowledge of one's cognitive processes the efficient use of this self-awareness to 
self-regulate these cognitive processes. Metacognition had become a popular term in research on reading because it 
highlighted how readers planned, monitored, and repaired their own comprehension (Jacob & Paris, 1987). 
Metacognitive strategies required learners to think about their own thinking as they engage in academic tasks 
(Cubukcu, 2008) as well as directing and controlling their cognitive strategy processing for successful performance 
(Phakiti, 2003). 
    Effective reading skills can empower a learner. When learners employed effective reading strategies, they should 
be able to read accurately the information from print and beyond. As readers, these learners interacted with the text 
and their strategic actions led to effective reading comprehension. Thus, learners would need to have strategic 
knowledge that is, effective reading strategies to accommodate to these reading requirements.  
    Strategic knowledge, also known as metacognition, and monitoring of the comprehension processes are important 
aspects in skilled reading. This strategic knowledge is referred to as the knowledge, awareness and control of one’s 
learning.  Researchers had realised the influential role of metacognition awareness in reading comprehension, 
whether one was reading in native language or second language. 
    The critically important aspects of skilled reading were strategic awareness and monitoring of the comprehension 
process (Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001; Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995).  In the literature such awareness and monitoring 
were often referred to as ‘metacognition’ which ‘entails knowledge of strategies for processing texts, the ability to 
monitor comprehension, and the ability to adjust strategies as needed’ (Auerbach & Paxton, 1997: 240-1). It was the 
combination of the conscious awareness of the strategic reading processes and the actual use of reading strategies 
that distinguished the skilled from the unskilled readers (Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001). 
    Metacognition awareness was considered as an essential ingredient to develop learners to be effective readers. As 
learners at tertiary level education were expected to read extensively for their academic pursuits, metacognitive 
strategies should be employed effectively to assist them with  appropriate monitoring processes. For this reason, a 
study was conducted to investigate the extent to which learners at tertiary level utilized the metacognitive strategies 
when reading academic texts. In this study, metacognitive reading strategies were described as the deliberate, 
conscious procedures used by readers to improve text comprehension. According to Sheorey and  Mokhtari (2001) 
there was a the need to increase the readers’ metacognitive knowledge about reading and reading strategies in order 
to develop them into active and  constructively responsive readers. 
    Metacognition had received significant interest by language teaching theoreticians and researchers due to three 
main reasons (Abdel, 2004). Firstly, metacognitive knowledge developed good thinkers and lifelong learners who 
could cope with new situations in this rapidly changing world (Eggen & Kaucbak, 1995). The second reason was 
that integrating metacognitive knowledge into language instruction developed learners who could take charge of 
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their own learning (Garb, 2000). Finally, metacognitive knowledge base was essential for effective language 
learning.   
    The present study aimed to assess the use of metacognitive reading strategy among undergraduate students. The 
objective of this paper was to describe the metacognitive reading awareness and use among a group of students at a 
selected public university in Malaysia when involved with the task of reading academic materials in English.  
2. Metacognitive Reading Strategy 
    In the 1970’s Flavell introduced metacognition and it had widely attracted attention in domain of education 
(Baker, 2005; Samuels et al., 2005). It highlighed how readers planned, monitored, and repaired their own 
comprehension (Jacob & Paris, 1987). Metacognition was generally acknowledged to be a higher order intellectual 
activity that involved an individual’s capacity to evaluate and regulate his learning process. Since then, it had 
become an important concept in theories of cognitive development and educational psychology (Jacobs & Paris, 
1987). Over the years, metacognition had given rise to several frameworks for comprehension and reading 
comprehension in research literature. Conceptually, it is referred to as the knowledge of cognition, evaluation and 
regulation of the knowledge (Flavell, 1979; Baker & Brown, 1984). 
    According to Alexander and Jetton (2000), metacognitive processing was expressed through strategies which 
were procedural, purposeful, effortful, wilful, essential and facilitative in nature during reading. This was done to 
regulate and enhance learning from text. Through metacognitive strategies, a reader allocated significant attention to 
controlling, monitoring and evaluating the reading process (Pressley, 2000). 
    Studies in L1 and L2 showed that successful reading strategy use was dependent on whether a strategy was 
employed metacognitively (Jimenez et al., 1996). In a related study, Garcia et al. (1998) found that unsuccessful 
learners lacked this strategic awareness and monitoring of the comprehension processes. These less successful 
learners, who were often unaware of their own cognitive process, must be helped to utilize the reading strategies that 
were found to be successful (Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002). Several second language (L2) reading research works had 
examined the relationship between metacognitive awareness and L2 reading (Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001; Zhang, 
2001). 
     Previous researches on learners’ metacognitive aspects of reading-strategy use had revealed that successful 
readers generally displayed a higher degree of metacognitive awareness, which enabled them to use reading 
strategies more effectively and efficiently than their unsuccessful peers (Carrell, 1991; Hudson, 1998; Sheorey & 
Mokhtari, 2001; Zhang, 2001).  In addition, Carrell (1988) argued that successful reading strategy use was 
dependent on whether a strategy was employed metacognitively. This partly accounted for the fact that poor readers 
often did not lack cognitive strategies but failed to access them metacognitively.  Devine (1993: 109) claimed that a 
successful language learner was “one who had ample metacognitive knowledge about the self as learner, about the 
nature of the cognitive task at hand and about appropriate strategies for achieving cognitive goals”.  
    A study carried out by Barnett (1988) showed that there was a positive relation in L2 reading comprehension and 
both strategy use and perceived strategy use. The more L2 readers perceived the utilized effective strategies, the 
better they employed reading strategies which lead to better comprehension. In a qualitative study, Auerbach and  
Paxton (1997) found that L2 readers were more aware of employing metacognitive strategies for comprehending the 
reading text better, compared with those who simply focused on the sentence level of the text. This study revealed 
that there was was a close relationship among metacognitive awareness, strategy deployment and L2 reading. 
    Using a qualitative research design, Jimenez et al. (1996) investigated the similarities and differences between 
successful and less successful readers.  The findings showed that successful L2 readers were more inclined to utilize 
global reading strategies and were more aware of the differences and similarities between L1 and L2. There was an 
argument  that successful L2 readers might deploy more appropriate strategies and perform better on L2 reading due 
to this awareness. It concluded that in distinguishing successful readers from less successful readers metacognitive 
played a crucial role. This notion was supported by the evidence provided by quantitative research.  
    Recent studies recognized the role of metacognitive awareness in reading comprehension.  Sheorey and Mokhtari 
(2001) examined the differences between English as a second language (ESL) and United States of America 
students in their perceived use of reading strategies while reading academic materials. The sample for the 
quantitative study was 302 college students (150 US native English speaking and 152 ESL readers). Results from 
the study illustrated that there was a difference between learners with high reading ability in the first language and 
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second language used a comparatively higher degree of cognitive and metacognitive reading strategies compared to 
the L2 readers.   
    Dheib-Henia (2003) investigated the reading processes of EFL/ESL students with respect to research articles in 
their specialised area that is Biology. Two groups of undergraduate Biology students (N=62) from two science 
institutions took pre- and post- course reading tests, and 12 participated in retrospection. The aim of the study was to 
explore the effect of metacognitive strategy training on foreign language speakers of English reading biology 
research articles in their specialty area. The tests and protocols provided quantitative and qualitative evidence of the 
effectiveness of metacognitive strategy training in improving the subjects’ familiarity with and proficiency in 
reading research articles.  
    Dreyer and Nel (2003) conducted their study on strategic reading instruction. They aimed to address if the 
students in the experimental group who followed strategic reading instruction attained statistically and practically 
significantly higher mean score on their end of the semester English, reading comprehension tests and if they 
differed in terms of their reading strategy use. The subjects were 131 first year ESL students taking an English for 
professional course at a university in South Africa. The result illustrated that students who received strategic training 
instruction attained both statistically and practically significantly higher marks on the reading comprehension tests 
than the students in the control group.  
    Griva et al. (2012) conducted a study to identify the correlation between gender and reading preferences and 
reading strategies employed by 5th and 6th Grade students of primary school in Greece. Four hundred and five 
Greek students (206 boys and 199 girls) participated in the study and were asked to fill in a questionnaire and think 
aloud about the processes they followed and the strategies they used. The questionnaire results indicated significant 
differences between male and female students in reading preferences, since the female students showed a greater 
preference for ‘human-interest’ stories and male ones preferred to read comics and action-stories. The verbal data 
revealed the female students’ flexibility in strategy use and their higher metacognitive awareness compared to male 
students.  
    Plakans’ (2009) study used an inductive analysis of think-aloud protocol data and interviews to uncover the 
reading strategies of 12 non-native English writers. Findings showed that higher scoring writers used more global 
strategies than lower scoring writers.  These results suggested that reading played a role in the process and 
performance of integrated writing tasks, an important consideration when using such tasks for learning or 
assessment. 
    These studies reinforced the importance of metacognition in developing learner to become efficient readers. It can 
be said that L2 reader’s metacognitive awareness was related to and may impact upon their reading strategy 
deployment and their reading performance. Moreover, L2 readers not only needed to acquire a collection of 
strategies at their disposal but should have the metacognitive awareness during the L2 reading process. In other 
words, they were aware of their goals, monitored the reading process, checked their reading comprehension, 
arranged strategies if necessary, evaluated their strategy deployment and after evaluation adjusted their strategy if 
necessary. 
3. Methodology 
    The study employed a quantitative research design using a questionnaire. The students’ metacognitive awareness 
of reading strategies was assessed by using the Metacognitive Awareness of Reading Strategies Inventory (MARSI) 
which was designed by Mokhtari and Reichard (2000). This inventory was designed to measure adolescent and adult 
students’ awareness and use of reading strategies while reading academic or school-related materials.  
    The inventory had thirty items and it was categorized into three components: Global strategies, problem-solving 
strategies and support strategies. There were thirteen items in the global reading strategies.  They represented a set 
of reading strategies oriented toward a global analysis of text such as setting purpose for reading, previewing text 
content and predicting what the text was about. Problem-solving strategies comprised eight items which were 
oriented around strategies for solving problems when text became difficult to read. Examples of this group of 
strategies included checking one’s understanding upon encountering conflicting information and re-reading for 
better understanding.  Nine items in the support reading strategies were primarily involved with the use of outside 
reference materials, taking notes and other practical strategies such as the use of reference materials like 
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dictionaries. These three components of strategies interacted with and supported each other when used in the process 
of constructing meaning from text.  
    The statements in the inventory used Likert scale which ranged from 1 (I never or almost never use this strategy) 
to 5 (I always or almost always use this strategy). The instrument was administered during a regular class period. 
Prior to completing the inventory, students were asked to read an academic passage to provide context for the 
application of the strategies given.  
The collected data were analyzed quantitatively using descriptive statistics. The patterns of strategy choice in 
relation to individual strategies, types of strategy and overall strategy use were analyzed by examining the means 
and the standard deviations within the group. In examining students’ strategy use, the mean score interpretation was 
based Oxford and Burry-Stock (1995). The mean scores ranged from 1 to 5 and this study employed three levels of 
usage as suggested by Oxford and Burry-Stock (1995). The strategy use was considered high when the mean score 
obtained was 3.5 or higher. If the mean score was between 2.5 and 3.4, then the strategy use was considered as a 
moderate level.   Finally, the strategy use was considered low when the mean score was 2.4 or lower.   
    The respondents for this study were 41 undergraduate students who were studying at a public university in 
Malaysia. Among these students, 26.8% were male and 73.2% were female. Table 1 showed the distribution of 
respondents based on their gender.  
 
Table 1: Respondents’ Gender 
 
Gender Frequency Percentage 
Male 11 26.8 
Female 30 73.2 
Total 41 100 
 
4. Results  
    The data was analysed quantitatively.  The descriptive statistics for students’ perceived use of individual 
strategies and the overall mean of each of the three categories of metacognitive reading strategies were also 
included.  
    For the component of global strategies, Table 2 showed that majority of the students had high and frequent use of 
11 out of 13 global strategies whereby the mean score was 3.5 and above. In fact, these students used ‘previewing 
text before reading as one of the highest usage’ (M=4.17). This showed that these students demonstrated a capacity 
of planning for reading. Two out of the 13 global component strategies relating to the ‘use of typographical aids and 
italics to identify key information’ (M=3.34) and ‘analyzing evaluating the information presented in the text’ 
(M=3.21) were used by the students at a moderate level. The findings of this study were in line with the findings of 
Wen and Johnson (1997) who stated that globally, all learners consistently used guessing as a strategy when they 
were reading in context.  
 
Table 2: Global Strategies (N=41) 
 
 
Global Strategies Mean SD 
1 I have a purpose in mind when I read. 3.95 .80 
2 I think about what I know to help me understand what I read. 4.07 .87 
3  I preview the text to see what it’s about before reading it. 4.17 .81 
4 I think about whether the content of the text fits my reading purpose. 3.60 .99 
5 I skim the text first by noting characteristics like length and organization.  3.62 .89 
6  I decide what to read closely and what to ignore. 3.80 1.00 
7 I use tables, figures, and pictures in text to increase my understanding.  3.51 1.16 
8 I use context clues to help me better understand what I’m reading.  3.70 .90 
9 I use typographical aids like boldface and italics to identify key information. 3.34 1.03 
    10 I critically analyze and evaluate the information presented in the text.  3.21 .82 
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    11 I check my understanding when I come across conflicting information.  3.82 .80 
    12 I try to guess what the material is about when I read. 3.95 .86 
    13 I check to see if my guesses about the text are right or wrong.  3.73 .80 
 
    Support strategies were used by learners to enhance understanding and memory. The results showed that the 
learners’ use of support strategies were in the range of moderate to high for example, the frequent use of ‘reference 
materials such as dictionaries’ (M=3.82,SD=0.91) and ‘finding relationships’ (SM=3.60, SD=0.97) as presented in 
Table 3. Using dictionary strategies was one of the highest strategies in the support strategy group. In ESL context, 
the use of support strategies were naturally higher as these strategies were meant to enhance understanding.  In one 
of his studies, Michael (1998) stated that low achievers used a dictionary to understand their reading. Similarly, 
Nunan (1991) also stated that the poor language learner relied on dictionary more than good language learners do. 
Other support strategies such as reading aloud, paraphrasing and discussing with others were also moderately used 
by the students to help them read effectively. 
 
Table 3: Support Strategies 
 
 Support Strategies Mean SD 
1.  I take notes while reading to help me understand what I read. 3.07 1.19 
2.  When text becomes difficult, I read aloud to help me understand what I read. 3.56 1.32 
3.  I summarize what I read to reflect on important information in the text. 2.97 .98 
4.  I discuss what I read with others to check my understanding.  3.19 1.07 
5.  I underline or circle information in the text to help me remember it.  3.60 1.35 
6.  I use reference materials such as dictionaries to help me understand what I read.  3.82 .91 
7.  I paraphrase (restate ideas in my own words) to better understand what I read.  3.19 1.05 
8. I go back and forth in the text to find relationships among ideas in it.  3.60 .97 
9.  I ask myself questions I like to have answered in the text.  3.43 .89 
 
    Within the category of problem-solving strategies, all 8 strategies were reported to be of high usage. This showed 
that learners were generally conscious of their comprehension process and were able to take appropriate actions 
when comprehension breaks down. For example, when a text became difficult, they ‘re-read to increase 
understanding’ (M = 4.41, SD = 0.89) ‘and ‘pay close attention to what they are reading’ (M=4.43, SD=0.67). When 
they faced unknown words or phrases, they ‘tried to guess the meaning (M=4.12, SD=0.74).  Based on the high 
range of strategy use (M=3.63-4.43), it can be said that these learners used problem solving strategies to solve their 
comprehension problems when the text was difficult. 
 
Table 4: Problem-solving Strategies 
 
 Problem Solving Strategies Mean SD 
1. I read slowly but carefully to be sure I understand what I’m reading.  3.87 .81 
2. I try to get back on track when I lose concentration.  4.36 .58 
3. I adjust my reading speed according to what I’m reading.  4.04 .94 
4. When text becomes difficult, I pay closer attention to what I’m reading. 4.43 .67 
5. I stop from time to time and think about what I’m reading.  3.63 .88 
6. I try to picture or visualize information to help remember what I read.  3.92 .78 
7. When text becomes difficult; I reread to increase my understanding.  4.41 .89 
8. I try to guess the meaning of unknown words or phrases.  4.12 .74 
 
    A further analysis of the data according to the three subscales of the questionnaire revealed a range of 
metacognitive strategy use from moderate to high (M=3.38-4.10). As far as the three categories of strategies were 
concerned, the learners showed high level of usage of global strategies (M=3.73, SD=0.53) support strategies (M= 
3.38, SD=0.62) and problem solving strategies (M=4.10, SD=0.49). Table 5 had provided sufficient information 
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about the overall tendency of the learners’ reported strategy use. The findings clearly indicated that the learners were 
aware of the strategies and made use of them frequently to monitor their reading comprehension.  
 
 
Table 5: Metacognitive Strategy Use (N=41) 
 
Strategy Type Mean SD 
Global Strategies 3.73 .53 
Support Strategies 3.38 .62 
Problem Solving Strategies 4.10 .49 
 
5. Conclusion 
    On the whole, these learners made use of the metacognitive reading strategies in order to plan, arrange and 
evaluate the success of their learning process. They were conscious of their cognitive process during reading and 
were able to utilize a wide array of metcognitive reading strategies to achieve comprehension. These findings 
supported many other studies (Block 1992; Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001; Zhang, 2001; Zhang & Annul 2008) 
indicated that effective or ESL readers, like their native counterparts, were aware of a multitude of reading strategies 
available for use. The present study examined that ESL undergraduate students’ use of global, support and problem 
solving reading strategies to comprehend their reading text. Previous studies revealed a relationship between global 
strategy use and language proficiency level (Block, 1992). Carrell’s (1991) findings also implied that informed 
training in the use of global strategies for problem-solving in reading comprehension for unsuccessful readers can be 
useful in helping them improve their reading ability, with a potential of leading to improvement in their overall 
English proficiency.  
    With metacognitive reading strategies, learners were aware of their goals. In addition, they were able to monitor 
the reading process, check their reading comprehension, arrange strategies, evaluate their strategy application and 
after evaluation, adjust their choice of strategy if needed. Learners will be empowered with metacognition through 
the effective monitoring of the comprehension processes which were considered important in developing  skilled 
reading. 
    Based on the findings of this study, much important research remained to be done in this area. The referenced L2 
metacognitive reading strategies should be replicated. Repeating these studies with a new or larger sample size and 
under new contexts would provide extra dimension to the database of relevant investigations.  In addition, these 
generalizations could be made based on a synthesis of relevant research done at different levels of instruction. As a 
result, we could gain a greater understanding of the L2 comprehension processes of readers and that the educators 
would be able to provide better guidelines to train learners to comprehend better.  
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